| Promised 


Author: Slaxil9 


Bands: Guns N Roses 


Characters: lzzy Stradlin 


Relationships: M/A 
Rating: Adult 
Genre: [Gen] 


Updated: Wed Dec 27 2017 02:34:39 GMT-0500 (Eastern Standard Time) 


Earth 


Author's Notes: 

This plots been bouncing around my head for months now, but! convinced myself that | wouldn't write it. | 
didn't have time, | wanted to leave Dear Izzy as it was, | didn't want to taint the legacy by falling into the 
‘shitty sequel' trap.. 

But now | do have time, and | realised this was in fact, just fanfic. Not a blockbuster trilogy with millions of 
fans to be disappointed by lame attempts to lengthen the storyline. So | climbed down out of my own ass, got 
rid of the ‘tainting the legacy’ worry, and realised that | actually wanted to write this. I's fun for me, and it's 
really quite ridiculous and self-indulgent to worry about all that stuff. 

Before | let you go, though-if you haven't read Dear Izzy, please run along and peruse it real quick before 
diving into this one. I'm not trying to self-promote here (OK, maybe | am, just a bit), because if you read this 
without reading its predecessor, it will make zero sense. Like, none at all. So please, please, don't read this if 
you haven't read Dear Izzy. OK? OK. I'll shut up now. Let me know if I've made a grave (heh) (you'll get that 
reference after this chapter) mistake writing this. 


It was bullshit. 

Bullshit. 

Not that he was expecting anything grander, but still 
Bullshit 


The word echoed rhythmically through his mind as he stabbed the earth repeatedly with the shovel that was 
digging splinters into his already calloused palms, shoving his booted foot against the edge of the metal dipper 
and flinging the dry Indiana soil over his aching shoulder. 


Bullshit stab Bullshit shove Bullshit fling Bullshit - 


For Chrissakes, not a fucking epitaph Not a goddamn Bible verse. Not even any of that half-assed gone-but-not- 
forgotten crap. 


He glanced up, squinting at the tiny concrete cross that was bent slightly at an angle towards the unkempt 
ground, a few feet above him - he was already in pretty deep, at least a few feet, not far to go now, unless 
the six-feet-under thing was also bullshit and he'd never reach the coffin, never, because when the fuck did 


things ever go his way? 


William Bruce Bailey 
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He wanted to scream, but instead he raised the shovel and whacked the rusty metal against the piece of shit 
excuse for a headstone. His arm screamed, the resounding clang sliced behind his eyes, and the headstone 


broke and thudded quietly onto the ground, somewhere out of his sight. He froze, then shrugged. 
Whatd | say. Bullshit. 


Sweat dripped stickily into his eyes and he could feel the sun clawing through his hair into his scalp, melting 
through his shirt and sliding languorously over the skin of his back, and his forearms and shoulders were on 
fire and that was also bullshit, but he'd made a promise, he'd made a promise that he would do this and Izzy 
Stradlin was a man of his word, and Axl didn't deserve this, he didn't deserve the bullshit cross and the 
bullshit burial and the bullshit fucking execution and it wasn't just sweat in his eyes anymore and shut the fuck 
up Stradlin, strap on your balls and get on with it otherwise we'll be here til New Years: 


Blinking until his eyes were clear again, he coughed once. He thought of the water in his car, two large plastic 
bottles of Coke filled with tap water that he'd shoved into the freezer the night before. Their contents still 
consisted mostly of ice, now probably melting slowly in the stifling midday heat. Closing his eyes, he imagined 
the translucent droplets of condensation slipping slowly down the outside of the bottle, paving clear cracks 


down the cloudy film of moisture, like raindrops down a dirty window. His hand clenched around the shovel. 


Fuck that. Hl drink when Im done finding this piece of shit coffin 


His lips were dry, so he licked them, feeling sharp curls of dead skin poking against his tongue. He tore off a 
tendril with his teeth, tasting the bitter copper of blood, savouring the sting of hot pain. He spat upwards, 
aiming towards where the piece of shit headstone used to be before he'd broken it, and then he turned 
abruptly back and attacked the soil. The fucking soil that was clogging up his nostrils, and settling grittily into 
his eyeballs, rolling dryly down his throat and burrowing under his fingernails and this was bullshit, bullshit, 
bullshit, bullshit. 


RIK 
"Bullshit." 
zy shrugged. "Fine, dont believe me." 


He resumed burrowing through the dirt with his hands, the shovel thrown to the side, ignoring the disapproving 
frown on Billy's face, relishing the feel of the hot earth falling through his sweaty fingers. ‘lm felling you, | know 
what Im doing. Its somewhere here, OK, and when | find it - " 


"Youre not gonna find a freaking thing, Izz, and you know if. And your mom's gonna have kittens when she gets 
back and sees what we've done fo her backyard" Billy groaned. "We're both gonna get in trouble, and here Ive been 


n" 


trying to stay on my dads good side - 


"Your dad is not gonna tind out, Billy, chill," zzy interrupted, rolling his eyes. "And say he does, what's the bg deal? 


Ím sure he was eight years old once foo, you know. He must have played at least once in his lifetime." 


He grinned at the doubtful expression on his friend's face. "What, you think he was a Bible-bashing church-freak 


with grey hair when he came out of his mama's coochie?" 


‘Don't talk lke that!" Billy yelped, jumping up from the ground and looking around, as if expecting Reverend Bailey 
fo materialise over the compost heap. Izzy laughed Billy threw him a reproving scowl, and kicked nervously at one 


of the many heaps of dirt littered around the small yard and watched as lzzy continued rifling through the dirt 


"What makes you so sure its in there, anyway?" Billy said at last, cocking his head. ‘it could be any one of these 
ditches we've dug, we might as well check properly in all of ‘em." 


‘Go ahead, then," Izzy panted without looking up, flicking a clump of dirt to the side. "Pick one, and get to diggin." 
When there was no reply, he paused and looked over his shoulder, his face cracking into a grin when he saw Billy 


wielding the shovel over one of the smaller pits, running his sneakers over the little pile of soil that had been 


unearthed, his sun-freckled face crinkled in concentration 


"The little ones matter just as much as the big ones," he murmured, almost to himself. Then he struck the earth 


with the dpper and started to dg, and zzy went back to his own pile of dirt 


"Whaddya wanna do with it?" Billy said breathlessly after about five minutes, pausing only to drag his wrist across 


his forehead before resuming his fask. Izzy's response was immediate. 


"When we find the treasure, we're gonna use it to buy tickets to somewhere else. And then we travel the world 


and seek our fortune." 


‘Seek our fortune," Billy repeated, tossing his head to get the hair out of his eyes. "But..lke, we already have 
treasure. Isn't that our fortune?" 


zy rocked back on his haunches, giving Billy a quizzical look. 'I guess..we look for more fortune?" 


Shrugging under Billy's stare, he scratched his cheek. '! mean, thats what they all do. h the books. You know? They 


all leave their hometown and seek their fortune." 
"Huh." Billy's eyes were distant. "So..if we meet fortune-tellers, they can help?" 
"Uh..well, | guess so?" 


Billy's eyes suddenly sharpened at the reply. lzzy found himself drawing back, away from those suddenly jet-black 
pupils and the tight, linear draw of his friends mouth 


‘No. They cant" 
Hs voice was flat. Izzy scoffed, staring in bewilderment 
"What, now?" 


"They can't help us. Fortune-tellers are witches. Divination and possession are transgressions against God. They will 


burn in the lake of fire and brimstone..." 
He turned to Izzy. 
"| dont wanna burn with them, Izz" 


zy had completely forgotten about his treasure. He gaped at Billy with something a little lke contusion, a litte like 
uneasiness, filtering onto his sweaty face. The fistful of dirt hed been clutching slowly trickled into his lap. 


"What..?" he managed. "What does that even mean?" 


Billy frowned. "Which part?" 


izzy gestured broadly, giving his head a Iittle shake. "Um, try all of it?" 


Before Billy could reply, a sudden exclamation from the doorway made him drop the shovel and whirl around, 
stumbling slightly, his mouth falling open when he saw Izzy's mom standing on the patio, one hand shielding her eyes 
from the afternoon sun and the other perched on her hip, an oven glove dangling trom her fingers. 


"What the hell have you two ingrates done fo my yard?" she demanded, looking from one boy to the other, a 
smile playing on her lps 


zy was grinning, but Billy had completely missed the note of teasing humour in Sonja's admonishment. 


‘lm sorry, ma'am," he squeaked, wringing his hands and dancing from one foot to the other, glancing over at zy 
with wide eyes that said | told you so | told you so | told you so | told you so - 


"Wherem | gonna plant my radishes now? And my ambrosias? You two are a couple of pieces of work, Im tellin’ 
youl" Sonja tutted, picking her way gingerly around the various holes in the ground, bending to examine a particularly 


misshapen crater near the rose bush 
‘Sorry, Ma," Izzy said, standing and brushing his palms against each other. "We were looking for treasure." 
"Sorry," Billy whispered to his feet, glaring furiously at lzzy trom the corners of his eyes. 


"Treasure, huh?" Sonja laughed. "Playing pirates, are we? How'd you Ike it if | fore up your room lookin’ for 
treasure, huh? What if X-marks-the-spot right on your bed, Captain Hook? What then, huh?" 


zy raised an eyebrow. "What kinda treasure would you find in my room, Ma?" 


Sonja started towards him, grabbing him playfully by the ear. Billy started forward, opening his mouth in protest, 
before realising lzzy was shrieking with laughter, not pain, and Sonja was ushering both of them inside, shaking her 
head. 


"And he has the nerve to sass-mouth his mother, too. You deserve a taste of your own medicine, kiddo, that's 


what you deserve, a nice big taste of your own stinking medicine, you hear me?" 


"I said sorry, Ma - no, don't tickle! Ma, cmon!" lzzy yelled, dancing our of reach of her nimble fingers. She waggled 
them threateningly at him, grinning, and flapped her oven glove against his head 


‘Get on, go wash your hands so you can have some cookies. | just baked ‘em fresh, though God know you don't 
deserve a damn thing You too, Billy, dont you want some cookies?" she asked the boy standing quietly by the 
fable, the top of his head reaching just past the counter, looking over his shoulder at lzzy as he climbed the stairs 
to the bathroom. 


"Billy?" Sonja repeated, bending over the oven as she reached inside for the cookie tray. "Go on, honey, while 
they're still hot, go wash up. | made ‘em chocolate chp, | know you guys hate the oatmeal and raisin, though Christ 
knows they're a damn sight better for you.." 


Placing the cookie tray on the rack, she wafted a chopping board over it for a minute or two, and the steam from 
the hot tray started very slowly to disspate. 


"Maam?" 

The timid voice was rather closer to her than she was ready for, and she jumped slightly. 

"Sorry!" Billy apologised quickly, holding his hands up, taking a step back. 

‘Jesus, honey," Sonja breathed, one hand pressed against her chest. '! thought you'd gone upstairs." 

Shifting, his hands clasped behind his back, Billy looked even smaller than he usually did - he was a naturally 
scrawny child, much like lzzy, but he seemed to be almost disappearing into himself at the moment, his head 
bowed, sweaty red hair obscuring his features. 


‘Mizz R," he began, without looking up, "see, Im real sorry about your yard. It wasn't all zzy’s fault." 


Sonja smiled, and waved a careless hand, putting the chopping board down and searching through the cupboards for 
a plate. "Aw, dont worry. He'll get his, the litte scamp." 


‘Hs medicine?" Billy asked, looking up. 


‘Uh-huh, sure." Sonja was stil rifling through the cupboards, a frown starting to deepen between her eyebrows 
"Now, where the hell dd I put that plate with the pattern...” 


‘Mizz R, please, could you let it go? Just this once? It won't happen again, | promise. You don't need fo.." he trailed 
off, watching as Sonja finally located the plate she was looking for with a small "Hal" of satisfaction. "You don't 
need to punish him," he finished, playing with the hem of his T-shirt 


Sonja, now looking for a turner to collect the cookies with, threw the boy a reassuring glance. "Oh, sweetie, you 
don't need to worry. Im not gonna hurt him or anything - " 


‘But it does hurt," Billy cried, leaning forward and grabbing her wrist, despair flooding into his face. "My Pa says 
that too, see? He always says it won't hurt, but it does, Mizz R, it hurts real bad, and it wasn't all zzy’s fault, it 
was mine too, we were just - just - please don't do it to hm, Mizz R, huh? Please don't give him the medicine, 


Mazz R Not izzy. Please." 


He blinked desperately up at her, still clutching her wrist. Sonja, the turner held Imply between the fingers of her 
other hand, blinked back at him. The cookies lay forgotten on the tray, the molten chocolate chips beginning to 


stiffen 

‘Billy, honey," she said at last. Her voice came out a hoarse whisper. She swallowed, and bent down, so her head 
was almost level with his, and stared into his eyes. Hs skinny fingers tightened around her wrist, tugging slightly as 
he bounced anxiously on the balls of his feet, chewing his lower lip. 

"Mzz R, promise me you won't hurt izzy." 

‘Honey, honey, of course | wont hurt him," Sonja said soothingly, reaching out to touch his shoulder. He flinched 
away from her, dropping her wrist, leaving her squatting by the kitchen counter, one hand still in the air. She 
straightened gently, keeping her eyes on the boy. 

"You wont give him the medicine?" Hs voice wasn't shaking, exactly, but it was far from perfect steadiness. Sonja 
was suddenly reminded of the first time shed seen a kitten up close, the way it stood frozen, muscles coiled and 
ready for flight, head tilted upward, staring warily up at her with eyes that threatened to consume its tny face. 


"No," she said, and her voice was definitely shaking. "No, sweetie, | wor't..! won't - " 


He watched her carefully for a moment longer, then nodded, looking away, his shoulders slumping. Sonja didn't 
realise she'd been holding her breath until it expired from her in one long, trembling whoosh. 


"Billy?" she tried taking a step forward Hs gaze returned to hers. She swallowed 

‘Sweetie, is everything..is everything OK at home?" 

She could have kicked herself. The child's face closed 

‘Fine, Mizz R," he responded, and smiled at her, his eyes flat. "I better go, | promised Ma Id be home." 


He walked past her, turning his head and waving at the staircase, and Sonja realised Izzy was standing soundlessly 
on the bottom step. ‘Later, zz" 


izzy didn’t wave back. The front door opened and closed lzzy turned to look at his mother, who despite the heat 
of the kitchen, looked quite pale. 


Behind her, the cookies were stone cold 


FEKE EE KK 


Izzy sat on the grass, wiping his hands against the fabric of his jeans, getting rid of the dirt and sweat that 
clung to the skin. He sighed, and stared down into the hole he had spent the morning digging. The casket lid was 
visible - bullshit rotting plywood, black with age and dirt - no lock, he had been expecting a lock, that was 
stupid of him. 


Why would they lock up a fuckin’ coffin Not lke they expect people to go digging up the corpse. Body-snatching is 
a dying business 


A gasping laugh huffed from somewhere in his chest. It sounded like an asthma attack, or a sob. 


Grabbing up the Coke bottle filled with water by his side, he took a long drink, grimacing as the ice tumbled 
down his throat and chilled his sinuses. He discarded the bottle and pressed his cold hands against his face. 
Then, abruptly, he shoved his fringe back, plunged his pageboy cap back over his head and stood, grabbing the 
shovel and throwing it over his shoulders. He stood like that for a moment, staring at the trees up ahead with 
the bright green leaves shining glossily in the sun, listening to the birds sing, listening to the rapid flutter of 


small wings beating. 


He jumped into the open grave, landing catlike on bent knees. Crouching down onto all fours, he brushed his 
hands over the dry wood, sweeping the residual soil away. The lid extended to just over half of the casket 
length. 


Looks like HI have to do some..pulling 


There were two black bin bags by his feet; he'd thrown them in earlier. He got up, kicked them to the side, and 
buried the shovel into the soil lining the edge of the casket, feeling around for purchase. He pulled, and the lid 
didn't move. He tried further up, pulling harder. 


Further down, putting his back into it. Nothing. 


Desperate with frustration, he banged the shovel against the lid. Soil particles flew into his face, blinding him, 
fucking perfect. He coughed, but there was some fuckthing stuck in his throat that refused to be evicted He 
coughed harder, his eyes watering, fingers coming up to wipe the tears off his cheeks. Hls skin itched, like that 
sticky itch Axl mentioned in Letter Five, only he was talking about blood, and this was just soil and sweat and 
tears, and was there ever a time when he wasn't covered in fucking dirt, and would he ever get this fucking lid 


to fucking open - 

He kicked at the wall of dirt surrounding him. His boot left a dent on the black soil. 

Now what, genus 

Breathing heavily, he wiped his palms on his shirt, then spat on them and rubbed them together. Grabbed the 
shovel. Buried it into the other side of the casket, teeth clenched, cursing every God he could think of, 
wrenching the wood viciously around in his wild grasp, miserable rage driving every movement because fuck 


this, fuck this, fuck this, FUCK THS - 


The lid cracked open. 


He stilled, his breath heaving in his chest, his face contorted. Cautiously, he dug the shovel in deeper and 
pulled. It gave, cracking open in groaning, pained increments. He dropped the shovel and scrambled out of the 
hole, gasping, throwing himself onto the grass, the lid thudding shut behind him. In the trees, the birds were 
still chirping shrilly. 


"SHUT UP!" he screamed, grabbing a fistful of earth and throwing it in their direction. They ignored him, and 
now his throat hurt. 


Genius. Fucking Einstein. Fucking schmuck of the fucking century. 


He rubbed his neck with one hand, and took a drink of water. The mixture of cold liquid and ice trickled through 


his larynx like shards of glass. He cleared his throat and swore, quietly, his voice cracking. 
Come on, Spartacus. You done being a bitch or what: 


His movements were weary and he half-fell into the hole this time, clamping his fingers resignedly around the 
shovel. The lid opened easily this time, slowly and with little resistance, and Christ, the smell, he should have 
been prepared for the smell but he wasn't, dear God in heaven he was not prepared at all, but he held his 
breath and pulled, because he'd made a promise, he'd made a promise to his dead best friend when he finished 
reading the letters that would get him out of here, and yes it had taken him eight years but he was here 
now, wasn't he, he was here and he was doing this and Axl would have been twenty-five last week and now he 


had no eyeballs E 
Fuck. 


Izzy turned his head. He could taste salty tears and some bullshit liquid spilling from his nose, but he spat and 
swore and carried on pulling, pulling until there was no more resistance and the lid was open, propped up 
against the side of the bullshit wall of dirt. Throwing the shovel to the side, breathing through his mouth, he 
grabbed for the black plastic bin bags. 


Youre putting him in a fucking bin bag. A bin bag. You piece of fucking shit 


"Sorry, Ax," he croaked, holding the bag in both hands, blinking at the thing in front of him Jesus Christ don’t 
falk to it that's how people go crazy - 


Swallowing, sweat pooling in his palms, he shifted around, heart beating somewhere in his stomach, /m gonna 
have to touch it arent | how the fuck else am I supposed to get it in the fucking bags, this is bullshit, bullshit, 
bullshit and he was reaching forward, retching, and it was dry and lukewarm-wet all at once against his sticky 
hand, or was that just his sweat, and heavy, why was it heavy, Jesus Christ get in the fucking bag, why was 
it so slippery, why does it keep sliding out - 


Something clattered to the bottom of the casket. 


Fuck it leave it whatever it is forget it but he was reaching down inside, he didn't come all the way to bumfuck 
and dig through a fucking grave to leaves parts of Axl behind, he was going to do this properly. 


A jaw. The jaw fell off, and now Im putting it in the bag, nice and steady, in the bag, now in goes the rest of it, 


OK, come on - 


A cry forced itself through his gritted teeth when his fingers prodded through something fleshy and moist, 
and then the pad of his thumb was brushing over something rigid and smooth, ‘ts Lone, isn’t it, gee, | wonder 
which of all 206 that could be, it feels lke a nb, is it a nb? Pulling the bag forward, yes, forward, stuff it all in, 
yes, all of if, wait something just fell out - is that an arm? Fold it, tuck it in, CHRIST WHY WONT IT FOLD FUCK OK 


push motherfucker it has to fit in somehow - 
He felt something snap. 
Oh God was that his arm. That was his arm | just broke his fucking arm. 


There was bile in the hissing at the back of his throat. He hadn't eaten since last night, and even then it had 
only been a piece of shit bologna sandwich, but he was going to throw up anyway, his innards were doing the 
bump n' grind and his head was ready to float right off his shoulders keep it together you bitch keep it 
together for Axl he doesnt need your puke all over him along with these fucking bugs but the bag had run out of 
space, he tried frenziedly to pull down and cover something that must have been hipbones, but the bag 


covered everything from the waist up and nothing else. 

The other bag you brought another bag where the fuck is it 

He whirled away, holding his hands our in front of him, tilting his head up and inhaling that tainted filthy 
bullshit air, shaking his head violently, trying to erase the image of shiny, ripe maggots writhing out of those 
brown-yellow bones from memory. The black bag was crumpled by his feet, and he grabbed for it, and fell to 
his knees onto the hard wood of the casket lid. The shock juddered through his bones and he felt it vibrate in 
his chest. 

You gotta pull it out first. The lid only opens halfway down the piece of shit casket. Remember? 

The bag was thrown once more to the side, and Izzy faced the 

Axl 

Axl 

Axl 


thing, the body, God what the fuck am | meant to call if, just E, It Ike the book, he would have loved that book, 
Just do it already, grab It by the shoulders or sides and just lift, OK, just lift, ignore the maggots, fuck the maggots, 


fuck them, fuck this 


Under the smooth plastic of the bag he felt bony hardness in his hands, and he tightened his fingers around it 
and pulled, upwards and outwards, and Jesus Christ the smell was causing him physical pain, the smell was 
hooking into the little hairs on his nostrils and wafting thickly into his eyeballs and licking rottenly into his 
mouth but he dragged and heaved It out of the casket and It fell against him and he wanted to scream, and he 
did scream, when he felt It's legs knock rigidly against his and the maggots falling onto his feet and how the 
fuck am | gonna get out of this hole and he was screaming, screaming as he tensed and launched It upwards, 
jumping, managing to get the upper body onto the ground above, shoving the rest of It up there too, grabbing 
the black plastic bin bag and the shovel and struggling up the bullshit wall of dirt, rolling onto his back, his 


mouth still open but not screaming, not out loud anyway. 


He stayed like that for a while, on his back. The full black plastic bin bag was next to him, the lower half of a 
human skeleton poking out of the bottom. 


The birds had finally shut up. 


Izzy staggered to his feet and threw up. There were no chunks in the vomit, he noticed, just congealed, brown- 


yellow liquid, the same shade of brown-yellow as those bones with the maggots. 
Probably doesn’t taste too different, either. 


The thought made him gag again, but there was nothing left in his stomach. He balanced on his knees and one 
hand, and gagged again, and again, his belly contracting and expanding, his throat closing and opening, his breath 
coming in choked, unsteady gasps. A long string of viscous, yellow phlegm trailed stickily from his tongue and 
he spat and spat, but it clung obstinately to his mouth and chin. When he scraped the back of his hand against 
his lips, he actually felt it roll against his skin, like a length of yarn. His eyes were burning, his teeth 
chattering, maybe they would break. He glanced over his shoulder. 


"You don't know how good you have it," he told the body, and gagged again 
Turns out there was something left in his belly after all. 


FEKE KE KK 


He had come prepared. He brought a towel and a change of clothes, and he used the rest of the water to 
wash himself, although there was nowhere near enough liquid left in those Coke bottles. He doubted there was 
enough liquid in the world. 


His old clothes were stuffed into a third black bin bag and shoved it onto the backseat of his car, along with 
the shovel. He was making his way back from where the open grave gaped open, carrying in his arms what he 
had come for, now wrapped fully in the two bags and sealed with perhaps more tape than was necessary. The 


boot was open, and very gently, he eased his load inside. 


Of course, because life was like that, he had to do some bending - 


Breaking. You broke him. Again and again. Just say that you had to fucking stuff him into your piece of shit car 
because the boot is a fucking sardine can and God knows what the fuck you did to him, judging by all the noise you 
broke every bone in his body - 


to fit everything in, but he finally managed to close the boot, to apologise into the empty air and stand with 
one hand on the boot for just a bit too long, hating himself, and to climb with numb legs into the driver's seat 
and drive, well within the speed limits, his eyes dry, his mind in hysterics. 


Water 


Author's Notes: 
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The water wasn't as hot as it was when he first stumbled into the shower, but that was fine. Luxuries like 


hot water were for pussies and people who could afford rent. 


There wasn't much left of the soap, either. What had been a chunky, oval-shaped hunk of dark orange lard 
was now reduced to a fun-size, foaming nub buried somewhere in the folds of the washrag he was currently 
using to scrub off a layer or two of skin. Tilting his head down, exposing the back of his neck to the tepid 
spray of liquid that spat rustily out of the shower nozzle, he watched the streams of water as they 
meandered their way across the filthy marble floor of the bath, sprawling over the patches coloured like 
mouldy eggshells, twisting between his feet and into the drain. The water was clear now, it hadn't been clear 
last night - no, last night the water was all kinds of colours, pink and black and burnt-mud brown, and he was 
fully convinced that he'd never be clean again, and he may have scrubbed himself so hard that there was a 


little more pink in the water than there should have been, but that was neither here nor there. 


But look how pretty and translucent it all is now. Really brings out all the weird and wonderful stains on this piece 
of shit bathtub 


He cocked his head, squinting down at the splotchy pockmarks, speckled like bad acne, under his feet. On second 
thoughts, perhaps mouldy eggshells was doing it too much justice. The pale shade of off-brown resembled 
something that could be an old shit-stain. His toes curled at the thought. 


It could be shit. Some happy asshole could very well have squatted right here in this bathtub in this godawful motel 
in bumtuck nowhere and squeezed out a turd or three, and maybe they left it there for a couple days because 


who the fuck wants to clean that mess up, amirite? 


"Fuck's sake," he said out loud, raising his head and squeezing his eyes shut, letting the water squirt over his 
face. He scoured his hands with the soapy rag, dragging it over the soft folds of skin between his fingers, over 
the fingernails he'd just clipped down to the quick, shoving the rag under his armpit and trapping it there, while 
he rubbed his face with both hands. The friction squeaked out a series of wet squelches, as drenched skin 
slipped roughly over drenched skin. Opening his eyes, he blinked a few times, his mouth yawning open, water 
running silkily over his lips onto his tongue and pooling behind his teeth. A sopping strand of hair was stuck to 
his cheek, and he peeled it off, rinsing away the last hints of crappy motel shampoo. 


Rinse and repeat. Rinse and repeat, right until you clean out the entire bottle, and the soap bars gone too, but 
tuck if, | am not getting out of this fucking shower, and the prick next door yelling about how Im using up his hot 


water can 
"Suck my ass!" he yelled, slamming a balled fist against the cracked tile. 


But he should probably get out soon, his clothes were most likely done in the self-service laundry room, and 
this looked exactly like the type of piece of shit motel where your clothes got stolen because you left them in 
the machine for too long, and that wouldn't do at all, not when said clothes in said machine were the only 
clothes you had, and wouldn't it be a scream if he got arrested for public nudity while an eight-year-old 


corpse continued the decomposition process in the boot of his newly souped-up 1962 Ford Fairlane? 
Reaching out, he cut the water off. 


Shit, yep, and there they are, my old friends, the post-cold-shower-chills, | bet my balls look like little marbles 
right about now, where the fuck is that piece of shit towel 


Shivering, he tied it around his waist, and wrapped another over his shoulders, scuttling into the bedroom and 
bouncing a little, trying to keep his blood flowing. Glancing around for his room key, he grabbed it along with a 
cigarette and a match and slammed out of the piece of shit motel room, rented for forty dollars for a shitty 
night's sleep and somewhere safe to stash his car and scrambled eggs that looked like pig swill. Christ. He was 
high-tailing it the fuck out of here as soon as he retrieved his clothes. 


And which way's the laundry room again? Is it down Bullshit Hallway With Moth-Eaten Carpets, or Bullshit Hallway 
With The Broken Lightbulb, or Bullshit Hallway With The Cobwebs And The Daddy-Long-Legs On The Wall? 


He tightened the towel around his shoulders and hastened down the latter, and yep, there it is, seven washing 
machines seven dryers and a stack of plastic baskets and an old lady emptying a box of Persil over Machine Four. 


His own clothes were waiting for him in Machine Seven, and he set the cigarette and match on the windowsill 


and opened the lid, reaching inside to transfer each item one by one into the dryer. 


Two pairs of jeans, check Three shirts, check. One hat, check, and three pairs of mismatched socks, and a few 
underpants, and that concludes tonights episode of Outfits for Road Trips and Grave-Digging, tune in next week to 
find out what trends are in this spring! 


He flipped the dryer on, cranking the dial up as high as it would go, then leaned against it and started drying 
his hair with the towel. A few feet away, the old lady was hitting the top of the washing machine with a 


wrinkled fist. She looked over to Izzy as he dug the towel into his ear, clicking her fingers for his attention 


"It won't work," she whined, thin and reedy, her gravelly old-lady voice scraping its way out of her throat. Izzy 
regarded her as she banged against the grey plastic and fiddled hopelessly with the dials, tucking a wisp of 


frizzy grey hair behind her ear, waiting for him to come over and here, let me get that for you, ma'am ~ see, 
Just needs a good ol one-two right here, there you go, good as new. 


He smiled at her. 
"Tough shit," he said, and started towelling his armpits. 


ERK 

It was raining by the time he checked out of the motel, slate-coloured clouds hanging moody and low in the 
sky, gushing torrents of grey precipitation His car was waiting for him where he had left it, and he was 
almost surprised to see it there, half-expecting it to be surrounded by cops pointing their guns at him and 
yelling into their radios that we got him, we got the sonotabitch who dug up that corpse, the asshole who drove a 
tuckload of miles with a fuckin’ cadaver in the boot of his car lke he was Ted fuckin’ Bundy, get on the ground you 
sick fuck, | said GET ON THE GROUND AND PUT YOUR HANDS BEHIND YOUR HEAD - 


He was a stupid bastard, really, because he was sitting on the trunk of his car, feet balanced on the licence 
plate, and the clothes he was wearing had just come out of the dryer and now they were so saturated with 
water that he could feed half the crops in the Midwest if he squeezed them out. 

Placing a palm on the trunk next to him 


what, Im just leaning, cant a guy lean on his own fucking car 


he bent his head slightly and curled his fingers, so they slid tenderly up and down the dirty white surface of 
the trunk, slipping through the steadily accumulating pattern of water droplets. 


Youre stroking it. Youre stroking the car. Congratulations, you are now officially one fry short of a fucking Happy 
Meal. Axl would laugh his ass off at you 


"Remember how you loved the rain?" he said softly, one hand still on the trunk. Just leaning, though, nothing 
else. Raindrops plopped off the end of his nose and he wiped his face with the back of his hand. "Remember, 
Ax?" 


FEKE KE EK 


‘Hurry up, we're gonna miss it!" Axl pleaded, drumming his fists impatiently on lzzy's back as they blundered their 
way down the staircase. 


"Wil you relax?" lzzy grumped as they reached the landing. "It just started raining like thirty seconds ago, and - 
stop hitting me, dickwad!" He batted Axi's hands away, hissing, then glanced down fo see his shoelace untied 


"Hold on," he said, and bent over to tie it. Axl groaned 


"You are shitting me night now. Your laces are always fucking untied!" 
zy grinned up at him. '! know, | just like fucking with you." 


Axl was practically dancing with agitation as he peered through the window by the front door, one hand coming up 
fo scratch the bruise on the side of his neck, tugging at the torn-off sleeves of his AC/DC t-shirt 


"Were gonna miss the best part," he muttered "When it's coming down heavy at the start, when its like violent, 


you know, and we're gonna miss it because you wanted fo tie your stupid goddamn -" 
"Don't take His name in vain, son" 


zy abandoned his shoelace fo see Reverend Bailey, hands behind his back, grey eyes sweeping calmly from hm to 
Axl and back again, directing the next question at his son 


"You boys going out?" he asked, soft-spoken Mild, even 

Axl was ruffling a hand through his hair, looking in the other direction. Izzy guessed he didn't want the Reverend to 
see the black kohl lining his eyes, so he turned fo the waiting man and answered his question, not caring about the 
kohl that lined his own eyes - Bailey wasnt his father, after all 

"Yeah, sir. We thought we'd go be at one with nature and sh - uh, stuff" 

The Reverend nodded, and stepped closer, holding one arm out, as Axl reached for the doorknob 


"Wiliam, have you finished your homework?" 


"HI get to if," Axl said carelessly, fingers twitching against the silver chain around his neck, glancing over at lzzy and 
tilting his head. "Cmon, kzz." 


"Youre in the ninth grade now, William. You mother and I think you really should take school more serious! - " he 
broke off, grey eyes focusing Axls face, narrowing faintly at the corners Axl stopped fidgeting and stared 
belligerently back, one eyebrow quirked. 


‘Are you wearing makeup?" The Reverend questioned, blinking twice, his tone light. 


Axl raised his other eyebrow and slanted glinting sneer over at Izzy, who looked helplessly back at him. The 
Reverend crossed over to Axl in two steps, grabbed him by the arm, and jerked him closer. 


izzy stiffened, and cleared his throat loudly. The Reverend didnt relax his grp, but Axl wasnt afraid, meeting the 


steel in the other man's eyes with cool amusement, not struggling at all 


‘Answer me, boy," the Reverends voice was, impossibly, still mild, even as his fingers dug grooves into Axls 


forearm and those grey eyes smouldered like hot charcoal, and still Axl wasnt afraid 

‘Does it make me look pretty, Pop?" he said quietly, tilting his head so his hair fell rakishly into his eyes. Izzy 
swallowed and moved closer, watching the tendons in the Reverends hand contract as he squeezed Axis arm 
tighter stil, grinding the bones against each other, crushing the limb between his fingers. A wince fluttered briefly 
over Axis face, but then his tongue was snaking languidly from his lps, the string of bubblegum digging a cleft into 
the middle of the moist pink flesh as it curled further, further outwards, curling obscenely at the very tp, flicking 
to the side to lick at the comer of his mouth, his eyes never leaving his father's 

"Axl?" lezy said loudly. "Axl, lets go already, huh?" 

lzzy's voice seemed to snap the older man out of a reverie, and he dropped Axis arm as if he'd been scalded, 
standing there for a moment, breathing heavily through his mouth. Axl smirked at him, rubbing over the fingerprints 
on his forearm, the fingerprints that would swell into purple bruises in a few hours 

zy lurched forward and shoved Axl outside into the storm, pulling the door closed behind him and walking fast, 
almost running, head bowed against the raindrops pounding overhead, guiding Axl forward by the elbow. Within 
seconds, they were both drenched. and zy stopped in the middle of the street, turning To his friend to see him 
shaking with laughter. 

"What the fuck, Ax?" he wheezed, as Axl bent over and laughed even harder at the perplexed look on his face. 
"What was that?" he tried again, afler waiting a couple of moments for Axl to find his wits. 

Axl cocked his head at him, holding his palms out as if trying to catch the raindrops in his hands 

"What was what?" 

"Youre fucking shitting me, right?" 

Axl chuckled, looking away from lzzy and up at the sky, clapping his hands. 

"I know. | just like fucking with you." 


He stuck out his tongue, and this time the gesture was playful, without the lazy, brazen obscenity of earlier. zy 
rolled his eyes. 


"That was me winning, Izzy. That..." he waved a hand behind him, "was me, winning. | win, Izz, where's my congrats?" 
"You win, huh?" lzzy regarded him skeptically. 


n" Yup. ” 


“Sure didn't look Ike winning to me." 
He reached over and took Axis wrist, just starting to turn it over when it was snatched out of his grasp. 
‘Don't fucking touch me!" 


zy looked up to see a ferocious snarl distorting his friend's face, his wrist held protectively in the palm of his 
other hand. Hs teeth were bared, like a rabid dog, and Izzy raised his hands, palms up, backing away. 


n" 


"Christ, Im sorry, | didn’t mean - 
‘lust dont touch me, all right? Jesus!" 
"OK OK." 


They were standing still on the street, Axls shoulder turned slightly fo one side, watching Izzy carefully, the feral 
snarl on his face twitching lzzy gently lowered his palms and started to walk, slowly, and after a few moments 
Axl gradually fell into step beside him 


"Ax," zy began, after enough time had passed, "Ax, if he's hurting you =- 
"We didnt miss the best part." 


Confused, Izzy looked at him, looked at the distant smile he was wearing, his head tilted up towards the sky, his lips 
slightly parted as little water droplets fell against his face. 


"Yeah, no, thats..thats great. Look, Axl, you know you can fell me if - " 


But Axl wasnt walking by him anymore, Axl was strutting ahead of him and twirling, arms flung out out, hair flying 
behind him as he spun and leapt, laughing, landing in the biggest puddles and stamping with his Doc Martens, shrieking 
long and loud while slapping his palm repeatedly over his open mouth, his hand waving wildly in the air. 


‘Remember when we played Ihjuns and Cowboys, zz? Remember hjuns and Cowboys?" he yelled, tossing his hair 
and contorting his body, jumping around lzzy and using his shoulders for leverage. 


"Yeah, | remember," lzzy said resignedly, wiping raindrops off his face with the soaked hem of his shirt, knowing Axl 
couldn't hear him over his crazed war-whoops and the crinkly drumming of rain slapping against the ground Water 
was soaking into his sneakers and they squelched with each step he took, and water was sliding into the roots of his 
hair and caressing his scalp, and water climbed up the cuffs of his jeans, spreading up towards his knees, and lzzy 
couldn't help but smile as Axl whirled round and grinned at him, cheeks flushed, silver droplets glittering on his 
eyelashes, reflecting the sunbeams cracking through the heavy grey clouds edged with a tinge of pale purple, just 
enough fo announce the oncoming sunset. And gradually, somewhere between Izzy walking and Axl dancing, the 


downpour ceased, the errant vortices of crystalline liquid thinned quietly into a mellow trickle, and before long, the 


only evidence of the rainstorm was the warm dampness of their clothes. 


zy asked him, later, when they were stretched out on the wet earth by the train tracks, why he never wanted 
fo talk about anything serious, anything real. Anything like - 


"Ah dont want realism, ah want magic," Axl said with lofty dreaminess, fluttering his lashes and spreading his arms, 


injecting his voice with a breathless Southern drawl 


zy pulled his cap over his eyes and folded his arms behind his head, giving up - for the time being “All right, 
Blanche Dubois." 


Axl laughed, and they didn't talk for a while. Izzy sighed, enjoying the hot pellets of afternoon sunlight beating 
against his cheeks, the dewy blades of grass tickling the back of his neck 


‘Dont you love that smell, Izz?" 
Axl had rolled onto his stomach, propping his chin onto one hand, absently playing with the grass with the other. 
"The smell of rain, you mean?" Izzy said without removing his cap. Axl glanced at him. 


"Uh-huh." He rolled onto his back again, gazing up at the sky. "There's a word for if, | think. | mean there has fo be, 
right?" 


When lzzy didnt reply, Axl rolled onto his stomach again and lifted the cap slightly from lzzy’s face, peeking 
underneath, and lzzy opened his eyes to see his friend's face looking expectantly at him, still holding his cap 


A sudden impulse, spiteful and dirty, surfaced from a part of his psyche that he didn’t recognise. He saw himself 
squirming away, snarling at Axl, Don't fucking fouch me, Jesus! 


The urge dissipated as quickly as it came, and he lay frozen on the ground, suddenly feeling very cold 
"zzy?" 


He held his breath, scared to look at Axl in case the other boy saw a hint of betrayal in his eyes. Fortunately, Axl 


Just moved away and carried on talking 


"l dont know what it is, but its just such a powerful thing, you know? Im sure ve read it somewhere. There has to 
be a word for - " 


‘Not everything has a word, Ax." His voice came out testier than he'd planned He swallowed the rush of blistering 
guilt, turning over to face his best friend, who was now sitting up, hands clasped loosely around his knees. 


‘ know," he said, smiling over at Izzy. "But this has to. Its foo..foo important to be nameless. You know?" 


zy propped himself up onto his elbows and repositioned the hat on his head. 

‘Lots of important things are nameless," he offered "Doesnt mean they dont matter. Like the feeling you get 
when you look up at the stars for too long, and you feel lke youre about to fall off the face of the earth, and it 
scares the shit out of you, but you also kind of want it to happen, you know?" 


Axl raised an eyebrow and stared at him out of the corner of his eye. 


"And youre hoping you'll fall onto the stars, and they'll just feel lke a massive cushion," zy continued, his voice 
becoming sleepy, contented "Just a big, soft cushion made of space and dark matter. And you'll float between the 


stars forever.” 
Axl snorted "That's called being stoned, dpsht" 

But he was grinning kzy threw a clump of grass at hin 
‘OF course you would call it that, you mortal!" 

"Hey, how bout | call you Zeus and you can suck my dick?" 
‘Moooortal - " 

"Aw, fuck of 


A bird shot out of the tree above them with a loud rustle, and a twig fell between the branches and landed on 
kzzy's chest. He picked it up and threw it at Axl, who caught it with one hand and and stuck it in his mouth 


"Youre meant to do that with straw, not twigs, Butch Cassidy." 
"Im an innovator, kiddo, what can | say." 


zy angled his head up and looked at Axl The twig poked out of his mouth and his eyes were shining, half-lidded, 
the purple of the darkening sky still several shades lighter than the blotchy, yellow-flecked bruise on his arm. 


KEKEE 

The car door slammed shut behind him and he settled into the driver's seat, realising that maybe, just maybe, 
sitting out in the fucking rain reminiscing for almost an hour wasn't one of his smarter ideas. His wet clothes 
clung to his skin in the cramped heat of his car. Everything was going to start itching, wasn't it, as soon as 
these clothes got just a bit drier they would curl and rasp and scratch against his skin, and he would spend 
the afternoon drive clawing at his body with nail-less fingers, here, there, every fucking where, and God damn 


it. Fuck the rain. 


Fuck the rain, but it had stopped raining at some point when he was trying to make himself comfortable in 
that piece of shit car, and he found himself reaching down and rolling the windows open, allowing the musky air 
to seep into the car. Inhaling, he closed his eyes. 


"Petrichor," he said out loud. "Petrichor, huh?" 


He was smiling, youre a psycho, it was a pretty word. What was it Axl said in the letter, Petra as in stone, 
ichor as in Greek-god-blood, something like that. 


Well, look it up, dumbfuck. The letters are right there in your glove compartment, whynt you look inside and find 
out before the suspense gives me a fucking aneurysm. Go ahead, the compartments right there, just reach over 
and click it open, or are you gonna sit there and stroke it too like some kind of faggot. 


Izzy sat on his hands, fidgeting, and glanced in the rearview mirror. 

The fuck are you looking for. He's not sitting in the backseat waiting to tell you about the etymology of weather- 
words. Here's a bright idea, keep your chump hands on the wheel and your chump eyes on the road and focus on 
not killing yourself before you get to the next bullshit motel Baby steps, huh? 

Sure. Baby-steps. 

When he was some distance away from the motel, guiding the car along the winding highway with the long 


brown telephone poles arching into the overcast sky, Izzy realised he was thirsty, and didn't have any water 


with him. 


Fire 
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He was putting it off. He was being a pussy and he knew it. 


But still, as he drove along the secluded road that winded lethargically along the arid terrain somewhere near 
the Oklahoma state line, knowing that he could just pull over and do it, do it now, just fucking get it over with 
already, it couldn't take more than an hour or so if he didn't fuck around - still, the excuses squirmed 
anxiously around his mind, fat little worms of doubt that burrowed through the squidgy mounds of brain 
matter and made his head pound. 


What if a cop sees me. What if the smell attracts some animal. What if someone drives by. | saw another car like 


half an hour ago, another one could be coming up behind me right now. 


A quick glance in the rearview mirror confirmed that there was in fact no car, no vehicle of any kind 
anywhere within sight, and youre just a pussy, admit that youre a fucking pussy his eyes skimmed over the 
tank of gasoline in the backseat and he gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white and the little 
cuts lining the back of his hands threatened to split open. 


This is bullshit 
We've established that. Pussy. 


He sighed it wasnt a whimper it was fucking sigh | was just breathing Christ would you climb down out of my ass, 
and his head lolled slightly to the side. As he sat and sighed and flexed his shoulders to ease the stiffness, he 
marvelled at just how spectacularly stupid he was. Smart people did not vacate their nice cosy piece of shit 
apartments on the nice vibrant piece of shit side of Hollywood Boulevard and drag the rational side of 


themselves kicking and screaming on a merry cross-country go-round from hell. 


The rational side, huh? Is that the same side that made you leave Lafayette without waiting for him because, shit, 
it was the rational thing to do? 


lf he'd listened to the 


selfish 


rational side of himself and kept his pasty ass in the red-light district, he could be working yeah dealing smack 
fo hookers and burnouts what a respectable vocation God bless the American dream, he could be lying on the 
couch with not a care in the world and a needle poking out of your arm you fucking junkie junkie junkie piece of 


shit loser, he could be writing music, playing his guitar - 


Right, his guitar. Izzy relaxed slightly, the thought of the smooth white Gibson with the faded gloss and the 
rounded, wooden body bringing him a fraternal brand of comfort, and he cruised along the sand-edged highway 
in relative peace for a while, thoughts of his guitar keeping all the other bullshit at bay. 


It was a beautiful instrument, the golden pickups and bridge gently reflecting the obnoxious blare of LA lighting. 
The black knobs were perfect circles that yielded to a lazy flick of his wrist. A tiny, half-moon dent hid shyly 
behind the pick guard, an invisible blemish that his fingers sought and stroked, in those instances when he 
wasn't playing the guitar but holding it, just cradling it in his lap, needing something familiar to cling to. 


He remembered, a few days after he'd arrived in California, walking into the Guitar Centre, an ostentatious 
department store on Hollywood Boulevard. He remembered telling the gum-chewing punk with the sweep-to- 
the-side fringe manning the counter that he was just looking, thanks, and no, | dont need you fo show me 
around, | can actually walk and use my eyes at the same time. He remembered the dazed feeling of disbelief as 
he stared around the polished showrooms, at the dozens of instruments twinkling glossily, almost imperiously, 
back at him, thinking of the cramped thrift shop back in Lafayette where he'd brought his first guitar - a 
battered, unbranded acoustic gizmo with blotchy fingerprints all over the body. 


It had taken him about two weeks of fervent dope peddling to save up enough money for the one guitar that 
had caught his attention - the only guitar that didn't seem to laugh at him, the guitar he almost didn't notice 
because it was placed right at the back of the display. When he brought it home, clutching the guitar case 
against his chest, panting slightly with exertion, he had looked at the faithful, unbranded acoustic in the corner 
of his bedroom and allowed a hesitant swell of happiness to glow, soft and secretive, in his chest. 


For this, he had left Lafayette. For the chance to play music, and to live this life of freedom and creativity, of 
broken strings and bleeding fingers, of lyrics scribbled on grease-splotched pizza boxes and lilting melodies 
flowing dreamily around the shabby cocoon of the small living room with the peeling wallpaper and the cobwebs 


hanging off the ceiling. 


He wasn't in a band; he didn't want that level of commitment. Instead, he floated cagily between all the acts on 
the Strip, trying them on for size, playing a few shows at a time and moving on when he got bored, writing 
lyrics and composing chords on his own schedule and no one else's. The bands that he worked with over the 
years learned to reluctantly tolerate his noncommittal attitude, because when he did choose to collaborate with 
them, for however little time, the spike in their popularity - the sudden edge of danger that sharpened their 
image - was worth it. There was something about Izzy Stradlin, something about his writing ability and his 
stage presence, something that was both quietly menacing and glacially alluring, but not without its aloof, 
slightly hopeless brand of vulnerability, to add some bluesy soul to the brand. They all wanted a piece of it, 
just like they always wanted a piece of the stuff he was carrying. 


Hell - all that was missing was for him to start turning tricks on street corners, and then he'd be the full 


package: sex, drugs and rock n' roll. 
zy Stradlin, man of many talents. 
He scoffed to himself as he jerked the visor down to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun. 


Sometimes, he found himself wondering how Axl would have liked it here. And every time he did, every time he 
thought of the boy he'd left behind in Lafayette, the boy who had poured his soul into nine letters that grew 
browner and flimsier with each passing year, his throat swelled and his fists clenched and God where is it 
where the fuck is my stash WHERES MY FUCKING DOPE MAN JESUS GOD MAKE IT STOP he inevitably ended up 
curled up in the corner of the room, or the corner of the bed, or the corner of the couch - always in a 
corner, chasing the pain away with poison its fucking poison you asshole that sweet, sweet unicorn piss that 
turned people into hollow-cheeked spectres who lurked on street corners, scratching the scabs on their skin, 


effusing the cloying odour of stale sweat and desperation 


But he was doing his part now. He was. He'd gotten himself clean so he could do this properly, he'd locked 
himself in a room and rode out the shakes and the puke and the cravings and the pain - 


Oh, cry me a fucking river. You'll never be square. You killed him, for Chrissakes 


The car lurched, the wheels bumping over something solid. A twig on the road, or an animal, and he could hear 


something 
Axl 
Axl 
Axl 


rattling in the trunk and Izzy ground his teeth and tried not to tear the wheel from the dashboard. He glanced 
in the rearview mirror again, before shaking his head slightly and keep your chump eyes on the road Jesus 
whats wrong with you but he had killed Axl, hadn't he, he'd killed him long before he squeezed that trigger. He 
killed Axl when he walked out of that police station on the fourth of September 1919, it was a drizzly Tuesday, 
and he was wearing that stupid fringed leather jacket like he was in a bad country and western, and he had 
left him in that jail cell after he begged, he begged you, he looked you night in the eye and said your name all 
scared and desperate and he begged you not to leave him behind 


You killed him. 


He wrenched at the wheel as his foot slammed against the brakes, and the car swerved to a halt on the side 
of the road. He was thrown forward in his seat, forehead narrowly missing the windscreen, and his teeth 


clacked shut around his tongue. 


"FUCK!" 


Izzy was clutching his head in his hands, tears of pain in his eyes as he felt the bitter heat of blood spreading 
thickly around his mouth. 


you killed hm you killed him you killed him you killed him you killed hm 

He was rocking back and forth, his fingers hooking into talons and goring into his skull 
please stop please oh god | cant stand it please - 

you killed hm you killed him you killed him you killed him 


The door slammed shut as he burst out of the car, and it shuddered with the force. His vision blurred and he 
choked out a curse, gagging and spitting onto the road, feeling the salty mixture of blood and saliva dripping 
wetly off his chin, stumbling over to the trunk, slamming a fist against the lid before hauling it open with both 
hands, nearly tearing it off. He stood like that for a few moments, hands still clutching the open trunk lid, his 
arms hanging above his head, face buried into the inside of his elbow. He swallowed, feeling something glutinous 
dribbling down his throat, feeling the wet, furred folds of his torn tongue flapping plumply against the roof of 
his mouth. 


Finally, he took a deep breath and managed to relax his fingers, removing them from the lid. But his hands 
hovered restlessly above the rumpled black plastic in the boot, refusing to go any lower, finally fluttering up 


and wrapping themselves around the sides of his neck, squeezing the tensed muscles. 


He could feel it starting again, that slow build-up of dull, leaden terror stirring to life low in his stomach, then 
reaching up, up like it was stretching after a long nap, brushing over his lungs, making them shiver and shrink. 
Every breath he took suddenly required physical effort, and his arms swung heavily everything feels heavy oh 
god why is everything so heavy by his sides as he focused on pushing his chest out and raising his shoulders, 

gulping manically for air before they sagged back down again, and his breath whistled out through his mouth, 

his lips trembling. A low, breathy, pathetic sound like an animal in pain was rumbling from somewhere deep 


inside his belly, and he swayed on his legs, managing to sink shakily into a sitting position on the dry ground. 
Fuck this fuck this fuck this fuck this fuck 


"Fucking GOD!" Izzy screamed, digging his fingers into his ears, rocking his head back and cracking it against the 
tail-light yeah smart idea go ahead smash it to bits you definitely won't get pulled over with a broken tail-light you 
dumb motherfucker and bright white light was exploding behind his eyeballs and he was floating, dizzy and 
nauseated with pain, too shocked to do anything but sit there, blinking mutely. 


Laughter bubbled through his mouth. His head flared with agony. 


Man. Oh, man. This is fucked up. 


And he carried on laughing, slowly leaning onto his right elbow, shaking with the force his giggles until they 
tapered into coughs, and then his cheek was resting against the rough, dusty beige of the grassless earth and 
he wondered what would happen if he just fell asleep. His eyes refused to close, though, so he just lay there, 
the trunk still hanging open above him, staring blankly across the empty desert at nothing. 


KEKEKE 


The sun was setting. White rays of light shone across the horizon, cutting through the sky that shimmered in 
pastel shades of faded orange and hazy blue, and the air was quiet, lazy, a soft breeze puffing occasionally 
through the thick heat. 


Izzy, standing with one hand on the open car door and the other holding a bottle, tipped the last dregs of the 
water onto his face, his eyes squeezed shut. He then flicked the bottle away before swinging the door closed, 
wiping his face on the crook of his elbow as he strode purposefully towards the back of the car, his jaw set. 


The boot was still open, and he reached inside, hesitated, then cautiously slid his hands underneath the black 
plastic and iff, yeah, now back away from the car - stop cradling it lke that its not a fucking baby put it on the 
ground yeah that's it nice and gentle OK now open it open the bag 


He sat, cross-legged, and just stared at it for a while. With the tips of his fingers, he leaned forward and 
touched the black plastic. It crinkled, the material cool and thin, perfectly smooth under the pressure of his 
roughened fingertips. 


He swallowed, tasting sour copper. 


His movements were fast and violent as he stripped off the plastic, discarding the torn sheets to one side. He 
sat back and stared at the contents, his gaze centred on the skull, tracing over the empty caverns where his 
eyes used to be. Those eyes that, when he thought no one was looking, sometimes went completely blank, like 
he was thinking about something so terrible that there was no existing emotion strong enough to express it. 

lzzy looked at him in those times and felt his chest constrict, because those eyes knew no right or wrong, no 
consequences or ramifications, and they scared him - not because they didn’t belong on his friend's face, but 


because they did. 


Because his face seemed to welcome those eyes, to relax upon their arrival. Because the muscles in his 
forehead and jaws would unclench, because his blinks - in the rare instances when he did blink - would become 
slow and contented, and a vague, wintry smile would play on his lips, and yessiree Bob, those eyes belonged to 
that face just fine. 


But then Axl would twitch, look over and realise Izzy was staring at him, and the black deadness would be 
replaced by a look of mischief and a roguish smile, hey /zz wanna go get high, hey lzz wanna go write a song, hey 


zz check out those clouds, dont they look like a coupla juicy tits? 


Izzy shivered and looked away. When he looked back, his eyes fell on the ribcage - or what remained of it. It 
hadn't been broken too badly, most of the curved slithers of yellowed bone were still intact, almost but not 
quite meeting in the middle. The few that had broken had done so cleanly, without a fuss, without any sharp 
edges, just snapping neatly down the middle in a straight line, and somehow / don’t think he'd mind, those ribs are 
used to being broken 

He knew what he wanted to see, and he knew he wouldn't let himself go any further without 


assessing the damage. 


He shifted, folding one knee beneath his body and he reached out, hesitated, reached out again and touched the 
skull. He grabbed it, wrapping his fingers around the sphere of bone, and picked it up in both hands, clutching it, 
unable to look at it, the dry, even curves unyielding against the skin of his palms. 

He felt it with his fingertips before he could bring himself to look. 

A hole, tiny and perfect, nestled between the hollow caves of the eye sockets. 

Ax, ve got a gun with me.if you want.itll be quick, it wont hurt, | swear, lil be careful 

The bone felt solid and smooth, comforting even, pressed against his forehead His head was bowed, the 
muscles taut in the back of his neck, his eyes screwed shut, and the leaden terror was roaring in his innards, 
but he steadied his breathing through sheer force of will, inhale, exhale, you'll stop shaking in a minute, inhale, 
exhale, lke you're smoking a blunt, inhale, exhale, maybe stop trying puncture your lp with your teeth - 

What if | kept this. Just the skull People do that, collectors and stuff - 


Go ahead, sure. Have fun explaining that one to the men in the white coats. 


His hand was shaking, but only slightly, as he carefully set it back with the others. Then he got up and walked 


on unsteady legs back to the car. 
When he returned to the small pile of bones, he was gripping the gasoline tank. 
EE IK 


"So. Whatd you do this time?" 


izzy threw himself onto his bed, kicking the latest issue of Rip out of the way, and cocked his head expectantly at 
the redhead straddling his desk chair, fiddling with a lighter in his left hand. 


"She thought | was high," came the toneless response. "This bitch actually thought your eyes can get this red from 


smoking pot. Kicked me out of class, squealing some shit about." He pulled a face, and his voice took on a nasal 


obnoxious quality, | expected better from the preacher's son!” 


Axl rubbed his palms against his closed eyelids, the lighter still held between his middle and index finger. "Jesus, 
these townies couldnt get any stupider if they fried their own brain cells in seasalt and motor oil" 


izzy let out an amused snort, grabbing for the bottle of Coke by his bed and raising it in salute. 'HI drink to that." 


Axl didn’t reply, reaching behind him and grabbing a cigarette packet off the shelf behind him, scowling and throwing 
it away when he realised it was empty. 


"So, lke..what did happen to your eyes?" lzzy questioned after a few moments, picking a bit of fluff from his hair 
and rolling it between his thumb and forefinger. "You catch pinkeye or something?" 


Axl flicked the lighter on, then off, then on once more, eyes fixed on the smoky orange flame as it danced in and 
out of sight. "Guess again." 


‘An armadillo crawl into your room and shit in your face while you were asleep?" 


Axl moved his thumb across the flame, back and forth "Close. Daddy-O gave me a bath in gasoline last night. | 


guess some of it got in my eyes." 


zy sat up on his bed, looking closely at hm. Axl didnt notice, raising his wrist to his nose and sniffing, letting out a 
sound of disgust. "I still smell lke a fucking gas station." 


izzy closed his eyes briefly, running his hand through his hair, wondering if there was ever a time when he had been 


naive enough to dismiss conversations like this as a joke. 
‘Maybe you should give me the lighter, man," he suggested, beckoning for Axl to hand throw over. 


Axl blinked at him, fingers tightening around the small metal contraption zzy held out a hand for it, raising his 


eyebrows. 
"You know, unless you want to set yourself on fire." 
Axl shifted, coughing slightly. "Yeah..yeah, right." 


He slung the lighter across the room, and it looped through the air and landed neatly in zzy’s palm. He put it into 


his pocket, and turned back to Axl, who was now examining the scutf-marks on his sneakers 
"You, uh..any idea why he dd that?" 


Axl shrugged. "He caught me trying to set fire to the house." 


Snorting, zzy put his bottle to his lips. "Sixteen years old, still can’t use a fucking oven properly. Maybe you 
shouldnt have skipped all those home economics classes." 


Axls eyes settled on him. 'I lke you better when you dont have a sense of humour." 
izzy blew him a kiss, and Axl fipped him off. 
"So, lke..he caught you?" Hs attempt fo sound nonchalant was, surprisingly, quite successful. 


Laughing, Axl flipped his hair over on shoulder. "Oh, yeah He actually took it better than | expected him to. He didnt 
beat me up, for one thing." 


"What did he do?" 


The strained frivolity was starting to buckle away from Izzy's voice. Axi, in turn, shrugged, still smiling. "Oh, you 
know. Dumped the rest of the gasoline all over me and gave me a match and told me to go ahead and light it." 


"What did you do?" 
The question came out hoarse, and Axl looked at him reproachfully. lzzy cleared his throat, waiting 
"l was going to. | really was. But | just.." The smile faded, his brows furrowing into a look of confusion. "I froze up." 


Axl ducked his head, embarrassed lzzy stared at him, before a pained spasm fitted across his face and he looked 
away, clearing his throat again, running a hand through his hair. When he faced Axi, his voice was light. 


"You know, arson is a level 4 felony. They can put you away for two years minimum. And there's a fine of up fo 


lke ten thousand bucks." 

Axl squirmed, not meeting zys eyes. 'I had my reasons" 

"And if anyone had ded, well, thats homicide. How many people were in the house? Four, including Amy and Stu?" 
Axl grimaced, his foot tapping against the threadbare rug, eyes fixed on the faded geometric pattern 

"They'd bring out the chair and cook you before you could yell sorry." 


‘zy, he broke all my records," he blurted, raising his head "All of ‘em. Last night, | come home from Gina's place, | 
go to my room, | open the door, and everythings..." 


He clenched his right hand into a fist and glared at it 


‘Everythings fucked up. Every last record | had, in fucking pieces." 
Hs thumb was rubbing back and forth against his knuckles, still not looking at izzy. 


"l knew if | went downstairs and tried something he'd just tell me some crap about how it was for my own good, 
that he was saving me from myself, or just some fucking holler-than-thou horseshit." 


He spat the last word out Ike it left a bad taste in his mouth 

So." he sat back in his chair, and shrugged one shoulder. "I figured Id burn the house down" 
kzy wet his mouth, then inclined his head slightly 

"Naturally." 


Axl gave him a rueful smile, and they sat in silence, Axl tilting the chair forward and balancing on the front legs, 
zy staring thoughtfully into space. 


"Hey, Axi," he said at last. 

Mmm" 

"You wanna take revenge on him?" 
"lwant to kill him, that's what | want." 
Ezy's head snapped up. 


"lwant him to de, and | want to be the one that does it | want fo see it in his eyes, | wanna see what it looks hke, 


that moment when he realises." 
Axl licked his lips, his eyes glittering, cloudy with dreaminess. 


"When he knows that Im killing him and he can't stop me, and that Satan's imps are stoking the flames and waiting 
for him down there..." 


A faint, terrible smile was playing on his lps, his voice low and gentle. 
‘want him to die knowing that Im the one sending him straight to Hell" 


Hs calm gaze centred on Izzy, who found himself drawing back, back against the wall behind his bed, when he saw 


what was in those eyes - or rather, what wasn't. 


want to see his lights go out, zz | wanna see the exact moment it happens, how his face looks when | kill him. I 


want to remember if, and to play it back in my head, over.and over..and over." 
He laughed softly, the sound crawling over lzzy’s skin 
"That's what the fuck | want." 


lzy tried to speak. Axi, thankfully, didn’t see the way his mouth opened and closed again, his vocal chords 


temporarily out of order 
"You know what you can do, instead?" he sad, after a long swallow of Coke. Axl frowned questionngly at hm 
"What's the one thing that ol Baley cares about more than anything?" 

Rolling his eyes, Axl smirked "Hs reputation?" he guessed. "The church? God?" 


zy nodded slowly, encouragingly. "What's in the church, Ax? What can we find in the church, thats easily 


flammable?" 


Axl stared at him in awe, mouthing the word And then they were both on their feet, scrambling down the stairs, 
their shoes pounding the dry sidewalk as they raced each other to the church 


HEE KEKE KK KK 


Neither of them said anything as they watched the flames. lzzy felt the heat cushion his face, beating softly 
around his cheeks and neck, and he liked it. He smiled, feeling his chapped lips crack as they stretched, which only 
made him smile wider. He looked over at Axl He wasn’t smiling Hs eyes were wide in wonder, glowing crimson as 
they reflected the inferno writhing before them, its crisp redness contrasting sharply with the cavernous black of 
the starless night sky. As lzzy looked on, Axl reached out and brushed a hand lovingly over the flames, stroking 
them, eyelids fluttering as the coils of scarlet licked his fingers. 


The fire crackled and roared, the sound feeling strangely cushioned against their eardrums, and lzzy could see the 
remains of the dozen or so Bibles they'd stolen from the church buried in the base of the scorching heat. He 
watched, feeling a savage sort of triumph, as the pages curled and browned, then blackened, hissing as paper 
morphed into bright embers that spat and sizzled at them, enraged The scent made his mouth water, smoky and 
bittersweet, lke burnt walnuts, curling through his nostrils, melting richly onto his tongue. 


Axl was still wafting his hands through the flames, appearing to not feel the red-hot cinders as they leapt up from 
the amidst the fire and crackled on his skin, ignoring them as his hands ventured deeper into the dancing vortex of 


charred orange and red. 


Acting on instinct, Izzy snatched his arm and pulled it back. 


"Dont Don't fuck with it" 


"Why?" Axl said breathlessly, coming forward again, and Izzy blocked him with one arm, pushing him firmly out of 


reach, 

"Fire could kill you, jerk-off. Show it the proper respect." 

He glanced down at the ashy black marks streaking over the skin on Axi's wrists and hands, wrinkling his nose. Axl 
followed his gaze and started a little at their state. He brushed them off on his jeans, leaving dark smears on the 
stonewashed material, panting slightly, his cheeks flushed 

‘Just carbon," he murmured, ‘carbon reacting with the sebum on my skin" He smiled, but when lzzy squinted 
closer, he noticed terror shimmering in the other boy's eyes as he looked at the remains of the singed pages, 
engulfed by the golden flames and he said with a kind of amused, resigned melancholy, "Dude, we are so going to 
hell" 


Ezy bit his lp instead of responding, noticing the way Axls hair seemed to glow, as fierce light bounced off the 
beginnings of grease on the tangled red strands. 


"They're gonna burn as at the stake, man, lke witches. We're burning Bibles." 

Hs tone was low, petrified 

"Were burning Bibles, zy." 

Placing a hand on Axis shoulder, zy squeezed gently. "Hey, hey. Its OK, Ax." 

‘Is it?" The edge of panic was still there, and lzzy kept his hand on Axis shoulder. 

"Yes. Its fine. Just relax, all right?" 

He felt Axl emit a shuddering sigh, and he let his hand fall fo his side, burying it in his pocket: 

Next to him, Axl leaned forward and Izzy didn't stop him this time, instead watching as the flames cast faint, 
admiring the daphanous shadows that flickered fleetingly on his friend's pale skin, before turning to stare into the 


fire once more, feeling the moisture on his eyes evaporate and blinking, eventually just letting his eyelids fall shut 


"There's something kind of..regal about it, isn’t there?" Axls voice mingled with the snapping whispers of the whirling 
blaze. 


"About being burnt alive?" 


"Yeah./ mean, sure, itll hurt - " 


Ezy's lps twitched "Hurt like hell?" 

They both laughed, the sounds muted and slightly feverish 

‘Let it" Confidence rang contentedly in Axls tone. "Pain doesn’t scare me." 

zy opened his eyes. "What does scare your" 

Everything else,’ Axl replied without thinking, and flicked his palm over a flame. 

lzy exhaled, brushing a strand of hair that had fallen over his forehead. "Are you scared of hell?" 
Pausing, Axl glanced over at lzzy, a wry smile twisting his Ips. "Im living it." 


Smiling back, lzzy reached into his pocket and pulled out a joint, placing it between his thumb and forefinger and 
using the fire to light it. Ax! started to chuckle. 


"What happened to respecting the fire?" 


‘Lam respecting if," lzzy retorted around a mouthful of smoke. 'I give it food..." He threw a handful of leaves into 


the flames and they surged upwards, rejuvenated, "..and it gives me peace of mind" 
He licked his teeth, running his tongue along the ridges of pearly smoothness 
‘Its a mutualistic relationship." 


He could feel Axi's eyes on him as he let the smoke snake out of his open mouth and mingle with the wispy grey 
plumes that twisted away from the fire. He knew it had been going long enough to reduce the Bibles from grand 
volumes containing hundreds of pages into a few glowering embers, seething quietly between the haze of flames 


Next to him, Axl was shivering 
RK 


Izzy sat with his arms folded around his legs, chin balancing on a bony kneecap, eyes closed. If he focused on 
the silky warmth billowing against his skin, if he inhaled the earthy scent of burnt walnuts and ignored the 
slightly acrid hint of something else spearing the back of his throat, he could be back at that night with Axl, 
the chillingly addictive taste of rebellion lingering on their tongues, sharing the joint until there was nothing left 
but ashes and the detached feeling of lackadaisical whimsy. 


His eyelids cracked open and immediately a torrid jet of hot air assaulted his eyeballs. Cursing, he rubbed them 
with his knuckles, coughing as soot 


Axl particles 

settled on his lips, and he waited for the horrified nausea to propel him to his feet, away from the 
Axl bonfire 

in front of him. 


He waited, but it never came, and then he waited for the wave of morbid fascination as to why he'd suddenly 


become immune to feelings of revulsion, but that didn't come either. 


Giving up, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his gaze skittering to the small, rounded rock he'd 


chosen earlier, sitting innocently by his side, waiting. 

How long is this meant to take, exactly 

Longer the better, right? Ill be easier to grind up that way. 

He closed his eyes again, and lowered his chin back to his knee. 
This is bull - 

Aw, shut the fuck up already. 


He sighed, and maybe it would be a good idea to watch the fire so he could judge when to put it out with the 
rug rolled up in his backseat. 


You really did think of everything, huh, sport. 


As they burned, Izzy reached out and stroked the flames. He was glad of the heat. It dried the tears on his 


cheeks. 


Wind 


Author's Notes: 

Finally got there. This may be kind of shit, and I'm sorry in advance for the shittiness, but the thought of 
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fitting ending to the story. Anyway, if there's anyone left that cares about this story, | hope you find this 
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Mo. Z n" 

"Hmm." 

"Are you happy?" 

lzy blinked the sunlight out of his eyes and frowned at Axl, seeing white spots floating around a halo of red on a 
background of emerald green grass. Strands of copper hair interlaced with the fine blades, and Axls face finally 
came into focus. 

‘Is anyone?" he deadpanned, still blinking, the back of his eyes starting to pulsate. 

Axl made a huffing noise of amused agreement, and went quiet for a while. They sat there, on the grass, faces 
tilted up to the sun, and they wanted wind, badly, fo cool the beads of sweat on their faces, to blow the stray 
strands of hair from their cheeks and foreheads, to blow the bad things away. 

But it was Indiana, Indiana during the fail end of summer. Early September, when the sun should have been giving 
way gradually to clouds, when the temperature should have been creeping slowly down, but instead it was warm, 
stiflingly so, the kind of warmth that isnt quite hot but just suffocating. The kind of warmth that thickens the air 
and blocks the breeze, and forces everything into a lethargic, sweaty stilhess. 

zy hated it. And every day, the hatred was becoming less defiant and angry, and more desperate, more 
miserable, and Axl next to him pulled his hair back into a ponytail and used it to fan the back of his neck, and lzzy 
wished his own hair was long enough to do the same. 

"Wed be happier if we left" 

The words were spoken casually, almost throwaway. lzzy grunted in agreement. 


Yeah. Duh, you fucking genius. Any other epiphanies? 


"What was that?" 


The words were sharper this time, Axls voice was closer. zy turned fo see his friend staring at him, his hands 
unclenching from around his hair so that it fell in sightly matted clumps around his shoulders, a few thick red 
strands falling forward to frame his face, brushing against his cheekbones. 


"What was that?" he repeated the question, sounding irritated. "zzy, what...?" 
"What?" 


"l saw your face - " Axl glared at him for a moment longer, then jerked away again, blowing air out through 


pursed Ips. I hate when you do that When you don't say what youre thinking H makes me feel.ike, shut out" 
Shifting, lzy looked away. He could feel Axl shooting him a sidelong glance. 

"Hs nothing, Ax," he finally sad, for the sake of keeping the peace. 'I just was, like, agreeing with you." 

"Yeah, So just use your words next time, you know?" 

OK" Mid, placating 

"OK!" A weird blend of agitated and satisfied 


And they fell back into silence again Not for the first tme in recent months, there was something straining and 
frustrated in that silence, something both pugnacious and apologetic. Izzy squeezed his eyes shut, and when he 
spoke, Axl spoke too. 


‘Lets get the fuck out of here." 
"Can we we fuckin’ leave already?" 


They stared at each other, and then they started to laugh. They laughed so hard that Izzy's hat became askew 
and Axis joint fell out of his mouth, and with the eagerness of children and the determination of corporate 
business executives, they started to plan 


They talked, about tickets and bus routes and what to pack, about school, and money, and their families. They 
talked, and smoked, and zy went over fo the one liquor store in town with the wizened old grizzly standing sentry 
behind the counter, blearily watching the teenager saunter out, clutching a bagful of off-brand potato chps, either 
not seeing the whiskey stuffed down his pants or not caring They talked some more, about rock music and 
nightclubs and girls, and their cheeks became flushed and their words became garbled as the alcohol fired into their 
bloodstreams, and lzzy started fo become exhausted, but Axl kept going. He kept drinking, and his cheeks got 
rudder, and his voice got louder, and he raved about superstardom and world domination and power, always power, 


and his eyes had a certain bright blackness in them as lzy felt his dream 


just to get outta here and play some guitar 


shrink under the shadow of Axls plans to dictate, decimate, destroy. And when he jumped to his feet, and swung 
from the branches of the trees they were sat under, shaking it so the leaves fell and the twigs snapped, laughing 
as he ran over them, snapping them under his feet, lzzy could only watch. And when he challenged lzzy fo a race, 
not waiting for an answer and speeding away, shocking that lazy Indiana air out of its inertia, zzy could only marvel 
at that energy, that frenzied, slightly terrifying energy that made him wish, in the guitiest, most silent corners of 
his mind, that Axl wasnt coming with him to LA. 


If he had known, that late afternoon as he watched Axl sprint and chatter and bounce off the trees, that he 
would in fact not be leaving this town with him, perhaps he would not have sat there in stoic, trepidatious silence, 
the pleasant buzz of whiskey tapering into an unsteady drone of dread If he had known that in less than three 
weeks from that moment, he would be getting off the Greyhound in Los Angeles, and Axl would be driving a knife 
through his steptather's gut, perhaps he would have decided to stay a while longer. 


Perhaps. 


But he sat there, watching Axis hair fly behind him as he ran, feeling small jets of cool air whpping in the wake of 
Axls trail, and he marvelled at his friend's ability to make his own wind, his own rules. He sat there, and he 
watched, and he thought of how everything in his life was about Axi, everything interesting in this town was about 
Axl, everything scary and sad and dangerous was Axi, Axl, Axl 


He took another drink of whiskey, and it burned his throat and he choked, started fo cough Axl looked over and 
chuckled, and lzzy heaved the bottle at him and Axl fumbled in surprise but he caught if, awkwardly, and they 
both pretended that lzzy hadnt used more force than necessary. 


Much more. 


Instead, Axl came to sit by him again And lzzy stared down at the grass, and after a while they went home, 
clawing their way through the cloying, sickly stillness of Lafayette, Indiana 


* RK KK KK 


Izzy chewed his lip and stared at it 
himhimhimHMHM 


A Tupperware box with greyish-black, lumpy powder was not the most suspicious thing in the world, but it 
was definitely not the least suspicious, by a long shot. 


Not that Izzy cared. He was getting rid of it. 


HIMAIMAIMHIMHMHMHIMHIM you fucking idiot HIMNOTIT HMINOTIT HIM NOT FUCKING IT 


As soon as the thought of carrying out the final phase of his stupid, ill-advised, badly thought out master- 
plan stopped giving him anxiety diarrhoea and a desperate craving for heroin, he was getting rid of it. And then 
he could stop glancing at the glove compartment, where it was nestled in with the letters, opening it at every 
traffic light to make sure it hadn't disappeared. 


Because he was, of course, driving again. He always seemed to be driving these days, but this time it was in 
the dark, and Izzy found that he liked that. There was something infinitely soothing about coasting along the 
roads at night, especially when there was little to no traffic, as there was now. The occasional car hurmmed by, 
but he largely had the road to himself, and as he headed towards Newport Beach, Izzy cracked the windows 


down and let the wind ruffle his hair, his eyes at half mast, starting to feel something strangely similar to 
Relaxation? Nah 
Maybe slightly less fucking hysterical. 


He even took his hat off. 


The night was a cool one, and the winds were brittle but refreshing. Izzy parked the car just behind some 
rocks, illegally, of course, because the car park was damn near a fucking mile away and he didn't sell a dozen 
baggies and buy the piece of shit Ford Fairlane from a dude who looked like he'd stepped off the set of 
Godfather so he could fucking walk from A to B. 


Clicking open the glove compartment and fumbling for the Tupperware, he clutched it carefully in both hands 
as he got out and kicked the door shut behind him, and made his way unsteadily towards the rocks. He'd made 
a conscious decision to stay clear of the sandy areas, because there was always at least one inebriated couple, 
drunkenly attracted to the romantic idea of fucking under the stars, screwing loudly while some unlucky 
bastard played lookout a few feet away, and Izzy figured he could do without such a sight at this present 


moment in time. 

He navigated his way across the jagged, slippery chunks of solid grey mineral, placing his beat-up sneakers 

you wore these when you left him that day, you wore them on the bus and you stepped onto LA soil for the first 
time in these shitty old shoes, and they were a bit big for you back then but now they fit OK, | guess, right, you 


grew into them and all, but Axl didn't, he didnt grow, he couldn't grow, can't grow, because he's dead he's dust he's 
dustdustdustdust 


carefully onto the damp surface each time, resting his weight on there for a few moments before taking the 


step. He almost slipped twice and one time he fumbled and nearly dropped 
nonoNONONONONO AXL GOD NO FUCKING oh thank god thankfuckthankyouJesus 


the box, but he managed to grab it to his chest and lose his balance at the same time, his knees thudding 
against a dented slab of slate-grey stone, the sharp flare of pain taking his breath away but he didn't care, he 


had Axl, he hadn't dropped him like a fucking idiot after everything he'd done to get him here, and he was 
shaking because he was cold, no other reason, and the tears in his eyes were because his knees hurt, but 
tucking hell Stradlin you already had more than enough fucking breakdowns now grow up already stop it stop it 


STOPIT he bit his lip hard, squashing the soft flesh under his teeth, feeling it yield and split, tasting the 
coppery bulb of blood on his tongue. 


Youre OK. Youre nearly done. You're nearly there. Just don’t fuck this last bit up, and then you can go shoot up 
and float away and fuck all of this, fuck it all, fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck 


The wind beat his tears away, and and numbed the throb of pain in his lip, and he shifted so he was sitting 
cross-legged, staring into the black horizon. The Tupperware box was sitting on his lap, both hands clasped 
loosely around the edges. His nose twitched as he breathed; there was something gently briny in the air, 
something chilly and invigorating, and it tickled the back of his throat. Sea air, something he'd never experienced 
in Indiana. Air that was crisp and lively, air that tasted like salt and sand and liberty, air that moved, danced, 


flickered over your skin and flickered away again. 
"So." 


His voice came out hoarse, the word immediately borne away by the wind, and he cleared his throat and tried 


again. 
"So. This is LA, Ax." 


He held the box up, feeling vaguely idiotic, licking the drying blood off his lip. Sighing, he replaced the box in his 
lap and watched the black water undulate, rippling gracefully as the wind breathed over the silvery surface. 


‘Its OK, | guess. Its..yeah, it's OK” 
Hark, ladies and gentlemen, at the incomparable oratory skills worthy of rivalling Abraham fucking Lincoln 


"Axl, | fucked up," he barked, and the wind went silent for a single second. "I fucked up. | shouldn't have left. | 
should have waited. | wanted - | had to get away, you know? | had to get away, from that town, those people..." 


He paused. 
Fuck it 


"From you," he said quietly, almost too quietly. "l..needed to breathe, | couldn't. couldn't keep up with you, | 
just - just for a while. | didn't..know, if I'd known, God, Ax, if I'd known..." 


He licked the salt from his lips, scratched the warm liquid from his cheeks, and continued. 


"You could've been someone out here, Axl." 


His throat was hurting. 

"You really could've been..someone." 

The wind hummed, and the water billowed, and the wetness from the rocks was seeping into the seat of his 
pants and he squirmed, giving a small shudder. Somewhere in the distance behind him, a horn beeped, loud and 
obnoxious, and another horn beeped in response, the tuneless fuck-you-fuck-you-too duet of road rage. 

‘Its not perfect out here, Axl, | need you to understand that." 


His voice has taken on a serious, slightly pleading quality. 


‘Its not. It's..there's some real assholes in this place. You get hungry a lot. There's a lot of bad shit out here, 


Ax, a lot.." A timely itch ghosted over his inner arms, and he bit the inside of his cheek. 

"| probably won't be a star, Ax. | guess | could make a living, maybe, playing like clubs or whatever, maybe one 
or two studio sessions if I'm lucky, but l'm no star. I'm no.. I'm no you. | can't, Ax, | can't be that guy. And | 
don't want to, you know? I'm...” 


Ím happy just being me. The words died on his lips, because they were bullshit. 


"| don't want to be famous. | don't want to take over the fucking world. | never did. | just wanted to play, and 


make enough money to get by. | never wanted to be rich." 

He ducked his head. 

| never wanted to be a junkie, either, but hey. It is what the fuck it is.” 

The back of his fingers pressed against his eyelids, soothing the pulsing heat behind his eyes. 

‘Im.sorry," Izzy rasped. "I'm sorry, but | can't be what you wanted" 

There was more he had wanted to say, but the words tangled stupidly in his mind, a mess of childish, sappy, 
senselessness, earnest explanations and apologies and guilt and promises he wasn't sure he could keep. He 
thought of Axl's last letter, how he'd so badly wanted Izzy to live the life he couldn't, to be happy, to be 
successful. Izzy shook his head violently, keeping his eyes closed. 

"Look, | - Ill try." 

| can do that. | can try. Goddammit, | can at least do that. | cant stop using, but HI try not to OD. | can't be rich, 


but HI try to not starve. Hil try to keep making music, and see the stars, and hear the rain, and taste the 
homemade strawberry jam and smell the petrichor and feel free. lil keep trying, Axl For you. | promise. 


Axl started to rise out of the box almost as soon as Izzy popped the lid open, and he had barely removed it 
completely before Axl was flying away in small, black bursts, spinning and twirling in the growling gusts of Los 
Angeles air flurry. Izzy stood up, his heart hammering in his mouth, and heaved the box upwards, and he could 
almost hear Axl's delighted whoops as he glided away, a dance partner to the wind just like all those years ago 
in Lafayette, and Izzy yelled out "See you in hell, fucker!" and he was laughing, crying, watching as Axl blended 
into the blue-black sky, with the water, with California 


